
 
 

 

 
 

 

 
  

 

  
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

4
4
 

ArticlesArticles 
PHILIPPHILIP DEVINE,DEVINE, "THE"THE MORALMORAL BASISBASIS OFOF 
VEGETARIANISM,"VEGETARIANISM," PHI!PHI! OSOPHYOSOPHY 53,53, pp.pp. 481-505.481-505. 

OnceOnce uponupon aa time,time, notnot tootoo longlong agoago (1978),(1978), 
PhilipPhilip DevineDevine wrotewrote aa fablefable inin whichwhich hehe triedtried 
toto undermineundermine twotwo olausibleolausible defensesdefenses ofof vege­vege­
carianism:carianism: thethe utilitarian,utilitarian, accordingaccording toto 
whichwhich eatingeating animalsanimals isis wrongwrong becausebecause ofof thethe 
animalanimal painpain requiredrequired toto produceproduce thth77 mm77at;at; 
andand aa positionposition whichwhich condemnscondemns thethe k~~hngk~~hng ofof 
animalsanimals becausebecause itit isis killing.killing. Dev~neDev~ne con­con­
cludedcluded hishis fablefable withwith aa defensedefense ofof species­species­
ism.ism. InIn thisthis paperpaper II willwill firstfirst examineexamine 
Devine'sDevine's discussiondiscussion ofof utilitarianismutilitarianism asas 
aa basisbasis ofof vegetarianism,vegetarianism, andand thenthen turnturn toto 
hishis ownown defensedefense ofof speciesspecies ism.ism. SinceSince II 
hopehope toto showshow thatthat DevineDevine hashas badlybadly mis­mis­
appliedapplied utilitarianism,utilitarianism, therethere isis nono n~edn~ed 
toto focusfocus onon hishis discussiondiscussion ofof thethe wrongnesswrongness 
ofof killing.killing. 

Devine'sDevine's primaryprimary goalgoal isis toto undermine
undermine
 
thethe followingfollowing utilitarianutilitarian defdef77nsense o~o~ vege­
vege­

tarianism:tarianism: "killing"killing andand rear~ngrear~ng an~malsan~mals
 

forfor foodfood causescauses moremore painpain thanthan itit causes
causes
 
usus pleasure,"pleasure," andand soso "the"the practicepractice isis for
for
 
triattriat reasonreason morallymorally objectionable"objectionable" (485).
(485).
 
InIn criticizingcriticizing thethe utilitarianutilitarian argument
argument
 
DevineDevine assumesassumes "that"that animalsanimals areare capable
capable
 
ofof sufferingsuffering pain,pain, andand dodo inin factfact suffer
suffer
 
painpain inin bein~bein~ rearedreared andand slaughteredslaughtered for
for
 
food"food" (485).(485). '"'" ButBut becausebecause "animal"animal exper. ­
exper. ­

ienceience isis soso lackinglacking inin intensityintensity thatthat tne
tne
 
painspains ofof animalsanimals areare overriddenoverridden b~b~ th~th~
 

pleasurespleasures experiencedexperienced byby huma~huma~ ~e~n~s~e~n~s ,
,
 
(491),(491), DevineDevine rejectsrejects thethe ut~l~tar~anut~l~tar~an s
s
 
crucialcrucial calculationcalculation thatthat "animals"animals suffer
suffer
 
moremore painpain inin beingbeing killedkilled andand rearedreared f~rf~r
 

foodfood thanthan humanhuman beingsbeings enjoyenjoy pleasurepleasure ~n~n
 

eatingeating flesh"flesh" (485).
(485).
 

DevineDevine offersoffers twotwo reasonsreasons forfor thinkingthinking 
thatthat animalanimal sufferingsuffering lackslacks thethe requisiterequisite 
intensity.intensity. First,First, sincesince animalsanimals areare 
"incapable"incapable ofof tellingtelling [us][us] thatthat they.they. areare 
inin pain,pain, asas distinctdistinct fromfrom (s~y~(s~y~ moan~n?moan~n? .... 
[this][this] maymay wellwell justifyjustify ascr~b~ngascr~b~ng toto tnemtnem 
painspains ofof muchmuch lessless intensityintensity thanthan thosethose 
wewe ascribeascribe toto humanhuman beings"beings" (436).(436). Second,Second, 
sincesince humanshumans cancan intellectualizeintellectualize aboutabout pain,pain, 
"animal"animal painpain isis conceptuallyconceptually defective".defective". 
andand "there"there seemsseems nono goodgood reasonreason toto res~stres~st 

transposingtransposing [this[this conceptualconceptual defectiveness]defectiveness] 
intointo lacklack ofof intensity"intensity" (486).(486). DevineDevine alsoalso 
sayssays hehe cancan makemake thethe samesame pointpoint inin aa diff ­diff ­
erenterent way.way. SinceSince "pain"pain involvesinvolves elementselements 
bothboth ofof emotionemotion andand sensationsensation ...... itit isis 
highlyhighly plausibleplausible toto maintainmaintain thatthat non-humannon-human 

experi­animals--evenanimals--even supposingsupposing thatthat theythey experi­
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enceence painpain asas aa sensationsensation asas intenselyintensely asas 
hUillanshUillans do--experiencedo--experience farfar lessless suffering"suffering" 
(486).(486). InIn short,short, animalanimal sufferingsuffering hashas aa 
"lesser"lesser conceptualconceptual richness.richness. AA cowcow maymay 
experienceexperience somesome distressdistress atat losinglosing herher 
calf,calf, butbut itit makesmakes littlelittle sensesense toto speakspeak 
ofof herher grief"grief" (486).(486). 

TheThe inabilityinability toto talktalk isis notnot relatedrelated inin 
anyany wayway toto anan inabilityinability toto experienceexperience in­in­
tensetense painpain (if(if thatthat isis partpart ofof Devine'sDevine's 
argument).argument). NorNor wouldwould thethe lacklack ofof anan 
abilityability toto conceptualize,conceptualize, inin Devine'sDevine's 
narrownarrow sensesense ofof verbalize,verbalize, showshow thatthat anim,anim, 'ls'ls 
cannotcannot experienceexperience emotions.emotions. AnimalsAnimals cancan 
perceive,perceive, recognize,recognize, remember,remember, figurefigure outout 
howhow toto dodo things--abilitiesthings--abilities whichwhich areare suffi ­suffi ­
cientcient toto guaranteeguarantee thatthat animalsanimals willwill have,have, 
inin additionaddition toto sensations,sensations, emotions,lemotions,l 
unlessunless DevineDevine makesmakes itit definitionallydefinitionally truetrue 
thatthat toto bebe ableable toto experienceexperience anan emotionemotion anan 
entityentity mustmust bebe ableable toto verbalize.verbalize. SuchSuch aa 
replyreply would,would, besidesbesides beggingbegging aa crucialcrucial 
question,question, conflictconflict withwith anan overwhelmingoverwhelming 
amountamount ofof evidenceevidence thatthat animalsanimals dodo exper­exper­
ienceience emotions,emotions, includingincluding thethe onlyonly oneone 
DevineDevine mentions,mentions, grief.grief. 22 

Perhaps,Perhaps, ofof course,course, DevineDevine hashas inin mind'mind' thethe 
epistemologicalepistemological relationshiprelationship betweenbetween thethe 
abilityability ofof anan animalanimal toto talktalk andand ourour abilityability 
toto knowknow whether,whether, oror howhow much,much, itit isis suffering.suffering. 
ButBut ifif therethere isis aa problemproblem aboutabout knowingknowing wnowno 
oror whatwhat besidesbesides meme experienc~sexperienc~s pain,thispain,this 
problemproblem willwill notnot allowallow anyoneanyone toto pretendpretend 
thatthat whether,whether, oror howhow much,much, aa creaturecreature sufferssuffers 
isis resolvedresolved byby discoveringdiscovering thatthat itit uttersutters 
stat~mentsstat~ments likelike 'It'It hurts.'hurts.' WhateverWhatever deepdeep 
diffi~ultiesdiffi~ulties maymay arisearise inin usingusing moansmoans andand 
writhingswrithings asas criteriacriteria forfor sayingsaying thatthat 
anotheranother creaturecreature sufferssuffers willwill alsoalso arisearise forfor 
usingusing languagelanguage asas suchsuch aa criterion:criterion: thatthat 
somesome creaturescreatures cancan replacereplace aa screamscream ofof painpain 
withwith anan utteranceutterance usingusing thethe wordword 'pain''pain' 
altersalters neitherneither ourour a~criptiona~cription ofof painpain nornor 
ourour evaluationevaluation ofof itsits intensity.intensity. InIn 
short,short, DevineDevine providesprovides nono goodgood reasonreason forfor 
thinkingthinking thatthat animalanimal sufferingsuffering isis lessless 
intenseintense thanthan humanhuman suffering.suffering. 

ihatihat DevineDevine hashas notnot providedprovided goodgood reasonreason 
forfor makingmaking lightlight ofof animalanimal sufferingsuffering inin 
comparisoncomparison toto humanhuman sufferingsuffering isis aa deva­deva­
statingstating commentcomment onon ~is~is viewview ofof thethe utili ­utili ­
tariantarian justificationjustification ofof vegetarianism.vegetarianism. ButBut 
nono lessless devastatingdevastating isis hishis failurefailure toto ta~eta~e 
thethe utilitarianutilitarian defensedefense seriouslyseriously enoughenough 
toto checkcheck outout thethe humanhuman sideside ofof thethe utili ­utili ­
tariantarian calculation.calculation. EvenEven ifif animalanimal sufferingsuffering 
werewere lessless intenseintense thanthan humanhuman suffering,suffering, thethe 
utilitarianutilitarian wouldwould stillstill needneed toto knowknow whetherwhether 
therethere waswas enoughenough humanhuman pleasurepleasure derivedderived fromfrom 
thethe tastetaste ofof meatmeat toto outweighoutweigh thethe requisiterequisite 
animalanimal suffering.suffering. 

TheThe humanhuman abilitiesabilities toto verbalizeverbalize andand con­con­
ceptualizeceptualize often,often, inin fact,fact, preventprevent usus fromfrom 
appreciatingappreciating sensationssensations asas theythey presentpresent them­them­
selvesselves toto us.us. ThisThis fact,fact, thethe factfact ofof inatten­inatten­
tiontion toto immediateimmediate sensation,sensation, suggestssuggests t.'ltt.'lt 
humanshumans typicallytypically dodo notnot enjoyenjoy tastestastes toto dnydny 
greatgreat intensity,intensity, whichwhich isis thethe criticalcritical 
experienceexperience onon thethe humanhuman siae-ofsiae-of thethe utili ­utili ­
tariantarian calculation.calculation. OnOn thethe animalanimal sideside ofof 
thethe calculationcalculation itit isis eveneven worse:worse: animalsanimals 
havehave nono complexcomplex conceptualconceptual mechanismsmechanisms toto 
distractdistract themthem fromfrom thethe painfulpainful sensationssensations 
theythey experienceexperience whilewhile theythey areare caged,caged, proddedprodded 
andand slaughtered.slaughtered. ItIt isis veryvery dubious,dubious, forfor 
example,example, toto thinkthink thatthat aa familyfamily atat MacDonald'sMacDonald's 
experiencesexperiences soso muchmuch pleasurepleasure fromfrom eatingeating 
theirtheir hamburgerhamburger inin suchsuch aa distractingdistracting en­en­
vironmentvironment thatthat thisthis pleasurepleasure overcomesovercomes eveneven 
aa fractionfraction ofof thethe frustration,frustration, painpain andand 
terrorterror thatthat thethe cowcow hadhad toto undergoundergo inin orderorder 
windwind upup onon aa sesamesesame seedseed bun.bun. 
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ThisThis observationobservation maymay suggestsuggest thatthat whateverwhatever 

pleasurespleasures humanshumans experienceexperience duedue toto eatingeating 
meatmeat isis toto bebe comparedcompared withwith whateverwhatever suffer­suffer­
inging animalsanimals undergo.undergo. ButBut thatthat isis notnot thethe 
crucialcrucial utilitarianutilitarian calculation.calculation. Rather,Rather, 
thethe utilitarianutilitarian isis onlyonly interestedinterested inin thethe 
amountamount ofof pleasurepleasure whichwhich wouldwould oni~oni~ occuroccur 
werewere wewe toto eateat meatmeat andand whichwhich wouwou notnot 
occuroccur werewere wewe toto eateat tastytasty vegetable-s-­vegetable-s-­
instead.instead. ThatThat isis thethe amountamount ofof pleasurepleasure 
whichwhich isis aa consequenceconsequence ofof eatingeating meatmeat 
(as(as opposedopposed toto eatingeating inin general).general). SinceSince 
muchmuch ofof thethe world'sworld's populationpopulation findsfinds thatthat 
vegetarianvegetarian mealsmeals cancan bebe delightfullydelightfully 
tasty,tasty, therethere isis goodgood reasonreason forfor thinkingthinking 
thatthat thethe pleasurespleasures whichwhich peoplepeople derivederive 
fromfrom eatingeating meatmeat cancan bebe completely,completely, oror 
nearlynearly completely,completely, replaced'replaced' withwith pleasurespleasures 
fromfrom eatingeating vegetables.vegetables. Hence,Hence, animalanimal 
sufferingsuffering wouldwould havehave toto bebe soso unintenseunintense asas 
toto leaveleave thethe animalsanimals nearlynearly indifferentindifferent inin 
orderorder forfor thethe utilitarianutilitarian calculationcalculation toto 
permitpermit thethe eatingeating ofof meat.meat. SinceSince thisthis isis 
false,false, utilitaraianismutilitaraianism prohibitsprohibits thethe eatingeating 
ofof meatmeat andand providesprovides aa solidsolid moralmoral basisbasis forfor 
vegetarianism.vegetarianism. 

DevineDevine concludesconcludes hishis fablefable tryingtrying toto defenddefend 
andand justifyjustify aa moralmoral principleprinciple forfor treatingtreating 
nonhumannonhuman animalsanimals differentlydifferently becausebecause theythey 
areare notnot humanshumans (498-504).(498-504). HisHis apologyapology forfor 
speciesspecies ismism isis thethe following:following: "anthro­"anthro­
pocentricitypocentricity ofof somesome sortsort cannotcannot bebe avoided.avoided. 
MoralityMorality isis aa humanhuman phenomenon,phenomenon, andand thethe .. 
moralmoral wordswords areare wordswords inin humanhuman language"language" 
(504).(504). ButBut DevineDevine overlooksoverlooks thethe vastvast 
differencedifference betweenbetween (1)(1) beingbeing aa membermember 1)f1)f 
thethe humanhuman species,species, andand soso beingbeing unableunable toto 
avoidavoid usingusing humanhuman language;language; andand (2)(2) bei.ngbei.ng 
aa humanhuman speciesist,speciesist, andand soso usingusing humanhuman 
languagelanguage toto attemptattempt toto justifyjustify treatingtreating 
nonhumansnonhumans differentlydifferently simplysimply becausebecause theythey 
areare nonhumans.nonhumans. AlthoughAlthough itit isis truetrue thatthat 
wewe cannotcannot helphelp beingbeing membersmembers ofof thethe humanhuman 
species,species, wewe cancan stopstop beingbeing speciesists,speciesists, 
andand carefullycarefully evaluatingevaluating thethe relevantrelevant 
argumentsarguments maymay help.help. 

LikeLike manymany fables,fables, Devine'sDevine's fablefable aboutabout 
ethicsethics andand animalsanimals providesprovides usus withwith aa moral:moral: 
beingbeing philosophicalphilosophical aboutabout animalsanimals involvesinvolves 
moremore thanthan justjust rationalizingrationalizing aa setset ofof con­con­
ventionalventional beliefs,beliefs, whereaswhereas actingacting morallymorally 
towardtoward animals,animals, atat leastleast ifif oneone isis aa 
utilitarian,utilitarian, involvesinvolves beingbeing aa vegetarian.vegetarian. 

BartBart GruzalskiGruzalski 
Northeas~ernNortheas~ern UniversityUniversity 

lOnelOne couldcould maintainmaintain thatthat havinghaving anan emotionemotion 
requiresrequires makingmaking anan assessmentassessment whichwhich isis (a)(a) 
conceptualconceptual inin naturenature andand (b)(b) beyondbeyond thethe 
scopescope ofof animals.animals. But,But, asas WilliamWilliam AlstonAlston 
pointspoints out,out, (a)(a) isis highlyhighly controversial,controversial, 
andand toto assumeassume suchsuch aa viewview asas truetrue wouldwould bebe 
toto begbeg aa highlyhighly controversialcontroversial questionquestion inin 
thethe philosophyphilosophy ofof mindmind (see(see "Emotions"Emotions andand 
Feelings,"Feelings," EncyclopediaEncyclopedia ofof PhilosophyPhilosophy (1967),(1967), 
pp.pp. 479-486).479-486). ButBut eveneven ifif (a)(a) werewere true,true, 
toto assume,assume, inin addition,addition, thatthat (b)(b) isis truetrue 
wouldwould bebe toto betbet aa centralcentral questionquestion aboutabout 
animals.animals. 
22ForFor suchsuch evidenceevidence seesee InIn thethe ShadowShadow ofof llanllan 
(1971),(1971), JaneJane vanvan Lawick-Goodall,Lawick-Goodall, pp.pp. 225­225­
229;229; Amon~Amon~ thethe ElephantsElephants (1975),(1975), lainlain andand 
OriaOria DougDoug as-Hamilton;as-Hamilton; andand TheThe LureLure ofof thethe 
DolphinsDolphins (1979);(1979); pp.pp. 144-14)144-14) andand 24-26.24-26. 




